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Griffin: Historic Artifacts and the Buzzard Cult in Florida

HISTORIC ARTIFACTS AND THE “BUZZARD
CULT” IN FLORIDA
by J OHN W ALLACE G RIFFIN

An extensive literature on the archaeology of
Florida has been amassed over a considerable number of years. By far the greater part of this literature is purely descriptive, and it is the purpose of
this paper to take some of the older materials and
interpret them in the light of current archaeological
knowledge ; knowledge which has advanced at an almost breathtaking rate in the past decade. For our
purposes we shall select seven related artifacts from
southern Florida; made of gold, silver, brass, stone
and wood.
The small gold ornament, shown as figure 2 in
the accompanying plate, was described by A. E.
Douglass in 1890. It was found on an island in the
Kissimmee river near Fort Bassinger (Basinger)
and is two and a quarter inches long, one and a
quarter inches broad and the thickness of a half
dollar. Tests showed it to be sixty percent gold,
thirty percent copper and ten percent silver; doubtlessly representing a post-contact source of metal.
It consists of two main segments separated by a
depressed area containing two holes. One of the segments bears a projection, bored for suspension. The
obverse is decorated with incised lines as shown in
figure 2, while the reverse has incised crescents in
the upper left and lower right quarters, and incised
vertical lines in the other two quarters.
C. B. Moore, the wholesale digger of Florida archaeology, discovered two small metal ornaments with
burials in the Gleason mound on the east bank of the
Banana river in Brevard county. One of them is of
brass (figure 4) and is about one and three-quarters
inches long, while the other (figure 6) is of silver and
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is about one and one-half inches long. Also found
with burials in this mound were three large glass
beads, and three silver beads, apparently of European make. The general outlines of these two small
gorgets are similar to the gold ornament discussed
above, but either they bore no ornamentation or the
oxidation of the metal had obliterated it.
Two wooden plaques from South Florida have
been published by J. W. Fewkes (figures 1 and 3).
Figure 1 is eight and one-quarter inches high by
three inches wide ; figure 3 is nine and three-quarter
inches long by three and one-fifth inches wide. Both
were removed by dredge from below a shell mound
west of Fort Myers on the Caloosahatchee river,
and were presented to the National Museum by Mr.
1
George Kinzie.
The famous Key Marco site, excavated by Cushing, provides us with our final set of data. The
wooden example shown as figure 5 was made of
pine or cypress, was two feet three and one-half
inches long, ten inches wide, three inches thick in
the middle of the head and one inch thick on the
flatter upper portion. The design is painted in black
and white and the reverse had four round marks of
white enclosed and dotted in black. No fewer than
ten or twelve of these objects were uncovered by
Cushing; probably all had been painted, although
the evidence was lacking on most. In size they ranged from slightly over one foot to nearly five feet in
length. Various similar objects, several of wood, one
(figure 8) of stone were also found. They were decorated by incising with eyes, zig-zags for mouths,
and triangles or concentric circles on the bodies.
1. Fewkes did not publish the sizes of the objects or their findspot; the writer is indebted to Joseph R. Caldwell of the
U. S. National Museum for this information.
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The example figured is of coral limestone, about
two inches long, and is grooved for suspension.
There are as many interpretations as to what the
designs are meant to depict as there are finders and
writers, and the explanation offered in this paper
differs from all of them. Douglass had the most ingenious, and the least tenable, theory. He interpreted his gorget (figure 2) as representing a cross
with the Orbis Mundi at the intersection of the
arms; the base on which the cross rests was a crude
representation of the gradines which characterize
the Spanish-American mounting of the cross. The
two pear-shaped figures he took to be hearts, representing the two thieves crucified with Jesus.
Moore figured his gorgets upside down and thought
that the projections and round hole in figure 6 represented a duck head. Fewkes merely called his
“altar slabs” and gave no indication of what he
thought they represented ; he, too, figures his specimens upside down, from our point of view. Cushing
felt that the design of figure 5 represented an alligator or similar creature.
The writer is of the opinion that the designs on
these Florida artifacts are intended to represent
the spider. Figures 7 and 9 are spiders from incised
round shell gorgets from Missouri and Illinois. The
holes in the gorgets (not shown in these drawings)
make it certain that the spider hung head downwards, which is not an abnormal position for a
spider. If these spiders are closely compared with
the Florida materials it will be noted that many
similarities exist, despite the lack of legs and the
generally more conventionalized appearance of the
Florida examples. The division of the artifacts into
two segments may be taken to represent the cephalothorax and abdomen of the spider; the shell gor-
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get examples have the cross and circle superimposed
at the juncture of these two segments. The cross
and circle motif occurs on at least two of the Florida
examples, and on all of the decorated examples the
eyes and the retangularly shaped mouth parts are
evident. Furthermore, the lateral protrusions at the
middle of several of the Florida examples might
conceivably be taken to represent, in a rudimentary
fashion, the legs which are fully represented on the
carved shell examples.
Before continuing with our interpretation it will
be necessary to digress briefly and sketch, in barest
outline, the sequence of cultures in the southeastern
United States. Ford and Willey in 1941 gave us the
first overall synthesis of this sequence and described
it under five time periods; Archaic, Burial Mound I
and II, Temple Mound I and II. In the Archaic period a hunting and gathering economy prevailed with
pottery making its appearance toward the end of
the period. In the Burial Mound periods the economy
shifted to agriculture, at least in part, pottery came
into its own, and the dead were interred in burial
mounds. Burial mounds, it must be noted, did not
entirely disappear at the end of these periods. In
the Temple Mound periods agriculture became more
intensive and the erection of pyramidal mounds of
earth as the substructures for buildings began. Toward the end of Temple Mound II a cult arose which
has been variously called the “Bussard Cult", the
“Death Cult” or the “Southern Cult”. An analysis
of this cult was made in 1945 by Waring and Holder ;
it is characterized by a series of ceremonial objects
too lengthy to mention here, and seems to have
reached its peak at Etowah in Georgia, Moundville
in Alabama and Spiro in Oklahoma, although evidences of it are found widespread, including Mount
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Royal and Key Marco in Florida. It is generally
assumed that this “Buzzard Cult” is a late manifestation, perhaps in the form of a nativistic revival,
influenced from Mexico, subsequent to the first inroads of the Whites themselves or due to deprivations caused by disease introduced along the coasts
by the Whites. In several areas materials which
seem to belong to the cult are found in horizons associated with historic materials; such a case occurs
in Northwest Florida in the Fort Walton horizon in
the form of Spanish olive jar sherds with Indian
materials.
To return to the materials under consideration in
this paper, we have seen that the artifacts described
seem to represent the spider, which is a “Buzzard
Cult” motif, that two of them display the cross and
circle, another cult motif, and that others come from
Key Marco which is an acknowledged “Buzzard
Cult” site. This is of interest since three of the
objects are of metals which must have come from
White sources. The metals could date from a time
shortly after the discovery, say the first quarter of
the sixteenth century, since we know from Fontaneda’s memoir that the Calusa of South Florida
had access to such metals from wrecked Spanish
ships. This, however, sets the maximum, not the
minimum age. In this connection it is of interest to
note that John Davides in his History of the Caribby
Islands published in 1666 tells of pile dwellings near
the sea among the Indians of Florida “beyond the
Bay of Carlos and Turtugues” (Cushing, p. 403).
The Key Marco site is of course in the correct area
for this statement, and it was built on piles. Ford
and Willey gave a “guess date” of from 1600 to
1700 for the “Buzzard Cult”, while Waring and
Holder, without stating any definite dates, would
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seem to incline toward a slightly earlier dating. The
evidence presented here, together with some not
presented here but which the writer hopes to publish soon, strongly suggests that the seventeenth
century dating is correct; that the “Buzzard Cult”
falls definitely into historic times in Florida.
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